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			This book is dedicated to my husband, Jordan, my forever partner in this beautiful, life-changing work we call parenting.

			And to my children, Mya, Caden, Ethan, and Myles, who taught me the value of slow and who continue to trust me to explore it alongside them.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Thirteen years ago, I made the unconventional decision to withdraw my oldest child from one of the best school districts in our state to—gasp!—homeschool him.

			With one simple choice, I became an outlier.

			I was questioned at every turn. Neighbors raised their eyebrows in concern. Friends adhered to the basic rule that “if you don’t have something nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” Family members asked penetrating questions with equal parts curiosity and confusion.

			To be honest, I don’t know what possessed me either. Other than an innate desire to reclaim childhood, I had no better explanation. I wanted to do less, better. To strip away the excess. To return to simplicity. To go deep rather than wide.

			And so, my son and I began.

			We relished unhurried mornings with hot breakfasts and homemade play dough and then ventured outside to climb trees, draw with sidewalk chalk, or engage in pretend sword fights in the backyard.

			We delved into discussions about books, history lessons, and art. We copied passages of literature into our notebooks and wrote in our morning journals. We reveled in poetry, reciting it aloud by the hearth to an audience of just us. We played hopscotch and illustrated the timeline of history on butcher paper on the back porch.

			We sorted seashells from our beach days and “painted” the fence with large brushes and a bucket of water. We explored museums and art galleries and spent afternoons at local farms. We savored summer nights capturing fireflies and roasting marshmallows with friends. And on cold winter days, we read Black Beauty by the fire and The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe as we snuggled up at night.

			There were days we worked in our math books and completed our history lessons, but there were more days when my son was so engrossed in his own projects—constructing tiny homes out of cardboard, creating imaginary worlds in the backyard, or composing short stories—that I remained in the background of his unfolding story.

			On those days, I stepped in to provide a meal, a listening ear, or a kiss of encouragement, but I tried to never let schooling get in the way of his education.

			This approach bewildered my friends, but it intrigued the small following I had on social media. So I invited this band of unconventional mothers from around the world to come together for a retreat about intentional motherhood. We didn’t all educate or even parent our children the same way, but we all had one thing in common—whatever we did, we did it on purpose.

			That small gathering turned into a beautiful community of mothers who craved a simpler life, longed to reclaim wonder, and dared to save childhood. We called it Wild + Free.

			It was through this community that I met Leslie Martino.

			A kindred spirit from the start, Leslie struck me as one of the most thoughtful and purposeful people I’d ever met. She was a teacher for more than twenty years, but rather than replicate the classroom at home, she allowed the “syllabus of slow” to guide her interactions with her children.

			As Leslie writes, “Slow isn’t ignoring traditional academic subjects. Slow is finding a balance and doing fewer things better.”

			When I started homeschooling thirteen years ago, I didn’t know if it was possible to reclaim the wonder of childhood for my child, but I was determined to try. With no guarantees, I hedged my bets on slow.

			My son’s schooling was riddled with gaps, but he has filled them in as needed, because my goal was never to teach him all the subjects but to show him how to learn.

			Choosing slow schooling with my son didn’t narrow the possibilities for him but expanded them. By choosing less, we made room for more. More time for exploration, more time for questions, more time for play, more time for learning, more time for connection, more time for childhood.

			Slow isn’t a second-rate option to a first-class education.

			Slow is an answer to the superficial.

			Slow is a celebration of the sacred.

			Slow is recognizing that education isn’t about how fast you learn all the things but how well you understand what you learn. Slow is a mindset, an understanding that life is exciting and worth savoring.

			Wonder over worksheets.

			Curiosity over checklists.

			Beauty over busyness.

			Slow schooling offers our children the gift of time. Time to explore, play, experiment, think their own thoughts, and pursue their own passions. It gives them more time to dive deeper into subjects, to explore topics for longer times, and to be bored by inactivity, which leads to creative ideas.

			Slow allows children to fully understand and appreciate what they’re learning.

			Slow gives them time to experience the wonder of childhood.

			Slow celebrates the whole child—mind, body, and soul.

			Slow schooling is taking control of the rhythms of our family’s life, following the ebb and flow, and embracing the seasons and their purpose in our lives.

			The idea sounds agreeable in theory, but living it out in today’s world is both daring and daunting. Speed is the currency of our culture. But not slowing down is costing us everything.

			It takes time to live and learn intentionally. One cannot rush from subject to subject and create meaningful connections. Our children grow in knowledge when they develop connections from one idea to another, and this continues to grow and expand over time.

			Charlotte Mason called this the science of relations.

			One could also call this an education.

			For years, I could only hope that a slow education would pay off. But now, with my eldest son thriving in college and four more children coming up behind him, I know that the slow, simple, ordinary days of childhood are building not only an education for them but also a life.

			Leslie embodies this better than anyone I know. She celebrates her children’s curiosities and discoveries, honors their interests and passions, and looks after their developing minds with the utmost care.

			When the novelist Anatole France wrote, “Nine-tenths of education is encouragement,” I suspect he was thinking of Leslie Martino. (Or perhaps not, but I certainly do whenever I read his words.)

			In a world that values the product of education, Leslie emphasizes the process as a way to honor and encourage our children’s intellect, emotions, and passions. Choosing presence and connection over perfection and correction, she delights in her children’s becoming.

			Leslie’s thoughtful approach has not only brought peace and joy to her children’s education, but also inspired a community of intentional parents that desires to take this same calm and connected approach to educating their own children.

			This book is a beacon of inspiration, encouraging homeschoolers, educators, and parents alike to slow down, be present, and delight in the wonder of learning.

			AINSLEY ARMENT

			Author of The Call of the Wild + Free

			Virginia Beach, VA

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
				I have always loved the gaps, the spaces between things, as much as the things. I love staring, pondering, mulling, puttering…. There is so much we overlook, while the abundance around us continues to shimmer, on its own.

				—NAOMI SHIHAB NYE, CONTEMPORARY AUTHORS, VOLUME 126

			

			“Slow down, Mama!” my daughter’s little voice called to me from behind. Her three-year-old legs were tired, and she had just plopped herself down on a patch of dandelions, wanting to watch a butterfly zip around. I was probably speed walking, preoccupied with thoughts of what I should make for dinner. I turned around and walked back toward her, realizing she needed a rest. I sat beside her in silence, my eyes following the butterfly too. For the first time, I realized that it was making a bobbing motion with its body and wings (actually a figure-eight pattern) while flying. Why hadn’t I noticed that before? Our eyes darted around, matching the haphazard zigzags of the butterfly’s flight. I remember thinking, I wouldn’t notice half of what we did on our walks if it weren’t for her persistent requests to go slower.

			That was more than ten years ago. We were taking an afternoon stroll along what is now a very familiar path. It’s a walking trail that surrounds a lake in our neighborhood. Sometimes I jog while my children speed around on scooters or bicycles. At this point, we have walked along that path more times than I can count, and we are closely acquainted with what’s on it. We could probably describe to you in detail landmarks along the route. Like the Spanish needle plants gathered at one particular bend on the right. Or the low camphor trees that jut out just past where the wild rabbits like to graze. Or the tortoise hole that was once just beyond the cattails, and the spot where water always collects in the field. And who could forget the home where the cat stares at us nonchalantly through the window?

			As familiar as the path is, I don’t think I have ever been on it without noticing something new. It has reminded me over the years that we naturally slow down when we allow ourselves to linger awhile. When we take our time, remain somewhere, or persist with something, therein lie rich opportunities to notice, appreciate, be surprised, and potentially be changed. To return to something again and again is not a waste of time. It’s an expression of gratitude for time’s willingness to give. On occasion, the relationship we have with this temporal gift can seem precarious. But as long as we exist inside of it, we do have some measure of control over how we experience it.

			Slow schooling is an exploration of how time can be molded in partnership with the rest of the family. It is an approach to living and learning. A philosophy, or an approach to something, is usually spoken about idealistically. It paints the picture of how you would like things to be. It can exist as a beacon, there to guide your family as you go through your homeschooling years. But the day-to-day working out of an approach is messy; it’s not perfect. It leaves holes and gaps in what you think creates a full picture—and it’s supposed to be that way. We are complex people who need room for variation and subtlety.

			In this book, I will address common questions and fears as they relate to “slow” and “education.” You might feel that some ideas are unconventional. Maybe others will be more traditional or familiar. Just remember that you never have to throw the baby out with the bathwater. You can take pieces of things that speak to you and apply them as broadly or as narrowly as you like.

			None of us—parents, teachers, policymakers, philosophers, students—has ever created a perfect educational system. It doesn’t matter how you choose to school. I know that many of you reading this book are homeschool families, but I hope those of you who aren’t realize that slow schooling can exist outside of homeschooling. You can take something your child is learning in school and figure out how to slow down the moments of learning that happen there, at home. You can make your home life a haven that protects everyone’s internal slow meter, one that is built on connection, that sees your children for who they are no matter how they learn, and that acknowledges all their growth and development as part of a bigger picture.

			Throughout the pages of this book, what all of us will have in common is that we will be confronted with the question of time: how we view it, manage it, and use it. Speed is not evil. Going fast can even be fun. But the persistent pressure to do things quickly can cause us to question if the achievement of speed comes at the expense of things way more valuable. Part One of this book will lay out why slow matters. Part Two offers practical guidance on how you might implement a slow educational approach in your home. Part Three is an endeavor to zoom out and consider how slow schooling contributes to some larger parenting aims.

			For me, embracing slow has been like reestablishing a baseline. We’ve been realigning ourselves with what defines true quality in our lives. All these years later, I’m still taking time to sit on the ground with my children to watch butterflies. Our baseline is set. When we get off track, we just keep returning to our firm foundation. I hope you find yours too.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Why Slow Learning?
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			CHAPTER 1

			First Things First

			What Slow Is and What Slow Isn’t

			
				One cannot see the method; one sees the child…. The child qualities of which we catch glimpses are simply a part of life, like the colours of birds or the scent of flowers; they are not at all the results of any “method of education.” But it is evident that these natural facts can be influenced by an education seeking to protect them, cultivate them, and assist their development.

				—MARIA MONTESSORI, THE SECRET OF CHILDHOOD

			

			It was in the process of educating our four children at home that I first began to see time as a gift. I knew that there were many educational philosophies, methods, and styles, of course, but I wanted something more than that. I wanted to get to the point where I trusted my children over any system or procedure, where I could protect what I saw developing in them and participate in helping them thrive. And when I asked myself what kind of approach to education would help me observe the full spectrum of who my children were and were becoming, there was one answer that reverberated through me. I realized that having a meaningful homeschool experience involves one very bold, important act: slowing down.

			The world of education tends to narrowly focus on productivity and timelines, and the homeschool community is not exempt from the pressure to succumb to a life of “faster is better,” “sooner rather than later,” and “hurry up and get it done.” In giving in to this pressure to be and to do everything while constantly wondering if it’s enough, joy is most certainly lost. Slowing down, on the other hand, is an opportunity to recapture the delight and enthusiasm that are some of the best parts of homeschooling. I no longer measure my success or our best days by how much we’re doing or how much we accomplish but instead by the joy that we experience.

			Most people think this sounds like a good idea in theory. In fact, over the years, I’ve observed a phenomenon among homeschool parents that mirrors what I’ve witnessed in other school settings. When their children are young, parents seem content to embrace a slow childhood. They have the desire to cultivate things like wonder, imagination, independence, and creativity, and they believe in all the benefits that a peacefully paced childhood offers. But then, as the children get older, panic sets in about what they should know to be prepared for the world beyond school. The panic creates a distorted view, and the pace of learning can become frantic and shallow, with outcomes that don’t actually match the intention. Even in the younger years, fears can surface, especially in the face of learning challenges, unspoken competition with peers in the same age group, and seeing how your child measures up against all kinds of standardized assessment markers.

			Or maybe you’re the parent who can’t possibly imagine slowing down when you can barely get enough done as it is. Nothing seems to be working well or running smoothly, motivation is low all around, and you just haven’t figured out the “secret sauce” that all your friends seem to have implemented with success. Your mounting fears are rooted in your own feelings of failure.

			Wherever you find yourself at this moment, keep reading. I promise you’ll find something to hold on to in this book. No one is excluded from this invitation to consider a life off the fast track.

			The Elements of Slow Learning

			So what characterizes a slow approach to learning or schooling? I think it can be summarized by the following statements:

			
					
					Slow schooling requires that families home in on their values and adopt a meaningful practice of building deep, rather than wide, roots.

				

					
					Whether you’re moving through curriculum or letting learning unfold naturally, slow schooling values deeper understanding over shallow mastery.

				

					
					You can focus on what matters most as you curate a learning environment that does fewer things better.

				

					
					Inherently, there is a healthy respect for the process of building knowledge rather than simply requiring the “right answer,” because processes take time to unfold.

				

					
					Slow schooling honors a child’s interests and respects the time it takes to cultivate the imagination and develop authentic skills.

				

					
					Slow schooling prioritizes doing work that is meaningful and taking the time to marvel and be amazed by the vastness of what this world has to offer—the stories of a wide array of people, places, cultures, ideas, and experiences.

				

					
					Slow schooling seeks to tackle subjects with dynamism and flexibility, using elements like spontaneity and surprise to linger a little longer with material.

				

					
					Slow schooling believes in preserving wonder for every child, regardless of their age.

				

					
					Slow schooling commits to creating the kind of space in the day that adds a sense of peace and a margin for adventure. This guards against the tendency to overschedule, to form rigid expectations, and to lead from a place of control due to fears concerning a child’s academic achievement.

				

					
					This approach redefines success and broadens our understanding of what constitutes a rich learning life, recognizing that rigor and difficulty are not necessarily analogous to true and useful learning.

				

					
					Slow schooling strives for a balance of ideals when it comes to a child’s growth and development.

				

					
					Slow schooling welcomes patient pursuits that replenish the soul and seeks to find beauty in the ordinary of everyday rhythms.

				

					
					Prioritizing a strong sense of connection in the family, slow schooling makes space for meaningful connection and seeks to simplify relationship-building in ways that yield profound outcomes.

				

					
					Undergirding all of these efforts is joy, because, in the end, that’s what everyone will remember.

				

			

			Is This Really Possible?

			As I said, this all sounds great in theory, but getting to a place where you’re practicing the art of slow school daily can get a little tricky. We all come to the homeschooling table with ideas and preconceived notions about what the goals of education should be, how and what our children should learn, and what our role should be.

			I carry my own fair share of baggage when it comes to my views on these things. In the tradition of many Caribbean parents raising their children in America, my parents taught me the value of a solid education. Since it was thought to be, after all, a primary marker for future success, this “solid education” did not embrace concepts like doing less, taking time to figure things out, or going at your own pace. It was quite the opposite. It was more like: cooperate with and exceed the teacher’s expectations, school is serious business, and good grades matter more than fun and friends. So it wasn’t easy adopting slow schooling for my own children; it has been a journey of evaluating my own biases, reconciling contradicting thoughts and desires, letting go of control, and staying present to the truths my children demonstrate daily.

			To add another layer of nuance, I also had about ten years as a classroom teacher to grapple with ideas about education. Fairly early on, I started to articulate many of the values I still hold today. I worked for a time in a small public school in a predominantly Black and Hispanic neighborhood in Manhattan, and though the school was often seen as unorthodox and alternative, I was acutely aware that we were doing transformative work with children. Our work was characterized by slow, patient efforts to mentor students along in their pursuits of self-directed interests and deep, rich learning. Over the years there was pushback from other educators and parents about whether this type of unconventional approach we valued really worked for the population we were serving. There were concerns that the children needed more structure, more rigor, more discipline, and all of that delivered much more quickly.

			Despite the naysayers, our own informal research and other more formal studies seemed to show that we had some important insights. One source notes that the school had developed an “astonishingly rich educational program.”[1] For me, a slow approach to learning at home with my children has been the true test of how much I believe in its benefits. It became something I could no longer esteem by only practicing it with other people’s children. Now I had to mentally and emotionally face my own questions in a way that hit much closer to home.

			Perhaps you have your own questions that you’re beginning to formulate or that you’ve been wrestling with for a long time. Maybe you’re constructing your own ideas of what the notion of “slow” could possibly mean for your home. So let’s make sure we’re on the same page and speaking the same language. The rest of this chapter will flesh out what slow is and what slow isn’t. For every “isn’t” statement, there will be a corresponding “is” statement that I hope will help to clarify this approach that sees the child and empowers parents to wisely manage the precious time they have with their children.

			Slow ISN’T unproductive or lazy. Slow IS quality over quantity.

			In a 2004 letter titled “Slow Down: Getting More Out of Harvard by Doing Less” Harry Lewis, then dean of Harvard College, outlines for newly admitted students the benefits of making good choices while crafting a meaningful education. Advising students to use their unstructured time to figure out their true interests and to find a pace of study that works well for them, he writes:

			
				In advising you to think about slowing down and limiting your structured activities, I do not mean to discourage you from high achievement, indeed from the pursuit of extraordinary excellence, in your chosen path. But you are more likely to sustain the intense effort needed to accomplish first-rate work in one area if you allow yourself some leisure time, some recreation, some time for solitude, rather than packing your schedule with so many activities that you have no time to think about why you are doing what you are doing.[2]

			

			He goes on to remind students that time is space in the day that does not need to be crammed with activity. It is in that space that creativity flourishes. Slowing down allows for a focus on the things that truly deserve attention.

			When I first read that letter, I remember thinking, Wow, here’s a Harvard dean basically cosigning the idea that we don’t have to feel that we’re not pursuing excellence simply because we’re choosing to slow down. Slow is not about doing nothing. It’s about spending time doing things that are worthwhile. With more time to focus on fewer things, it is possible to see the concept of work through a different lens. A conventional lens would reveal a bent toward valuing the quantity of work produced at the expense of quality, or results over process. But time allows for depth and nuance, which is different from performance for the sake of a grade.

			Even in institutional elementary and secondary schools, educators question what has really been gained by fixating on output rather than experience and the development of the whole person. Lawrence Baines, professor of education at the University of Toledo, admonishes, “The initiatives of an extended school day, more homework, increased technology, and vigorous standardized testing, in vogue for decades, have done little to enhance achievement, promote positive attitudes, or foster good citizenship. Perhaps it is time to learn from the world, to stop thinking in terms of more and more, and consider what might be achieved by doing less.”[3]

			When children are working slowly enough to engage with subject matter in a meaningful way or to dedicate time to important personal pursuits, the quality of their work is often higher than if they have no real connection to what they are doing or learning. Similarly, when they have a chance to go beyond a surface-level exploration of ideas, it is qualitatively richer and more profound.

			Picture this for a moment. I’m sitting around a table with a bunch of five-year-olds. I announce, “Okay, children, I want you to understand the concept of contour lines. Say it with me! I’ll teach you the definition. You’ll memorize it and then next week, I want you to retell it to me so I can make sure that you learned all about it!” Doesn’t this sound a little absurd to you? Why not just hand the children a piece of paper and a pencil and begin to practice tactilely and visually perceiving the edges of an object? We could probably do that for weeks in many different ways. I’m certain that the concept could be thoroughly explored, and it would probably even begin to affect the way they saw and drew objects all the time. Whether the children could restate the definition of the word or not would be somewhat irrelevant.

			As silly as that scenario sounds, it’s something we do all the time with various areas of learning. We expect children to understand a concept without ever giving them time to explore it, or worse, we want them to explore it but then act as if being able to name and define it is the most important part of the experience. But there is another way. Slow implies a willingness to take the time necessary for depth of understanding and experience without feeling bad about it. Who cares about a perception of idleness when you’re diligently working to integrate the most important parts of an experience?

			Slow ISN’T a surefire route to “falling behind.” Slow IS enough.

			How many of you would say that you are your children’s biggest fans? My guess would be most, if not all, of you. I get it. We applaud and cheer for them from the sidelines of sports games, lovingly brag about their milestones, and hold everything they do in high esteem. But if we’re being completely honest, we’re also secretly waiting for and expecting our children to reveal some sort of evidence of being truly extraordinary—not just in an “I think you’re great because I’m your parent” sort of way, but in a “you’re better than others in this area” kind of way. We project onto them our own fears and weighty expectations and subtly instill in them the pressure to perform. I wish we were better at trusting them to be who they are, no matter how ordinary or extraordinary.

			The majority of parents I know would say that they try to appreciate each child as an individual, rather than compare them to siblings or to other children. Yet, in the same breath, they also say that they worry about their child “falling behind” academically. The problem with that is, if it isn’t important to us that children do specific tasks at a specific age or follow some linear, arbitrary timeline of development for the sake of looking “standardized,” then the concept of falling behind simply cannot exist.

			These same parents often worry that if their child has “fallen behind,” it reflects something they are doing or not doing as educators. I completely understand the fear, which stems from a genuine place of love and concern for the well-being of their child. However, negative thoughts like these might be more of an indictment against one’s mindset than one’s ability to educate. A mental shift is in order as we consider a different framework for thinking about growth, development, learning, and education. If we continue to offer support, resources, encouragement, guidance, and time, it will be very difficult for a child not to learn…at their own pace. I try to remind myself often that neither childhood nor learning is a race. Earlier is not always better. Our children are all individuals, and they are not in a race against each other, nor are they called to contend against a national standard.

			Gerald Bracey, an education policy analyst, researcher, and writer who often challenged the status quo, was known for his exposés on real issues regarding testing and assessment. Among the many follies in how standardized tests are created, he named the following:

			
				Teachers and parents love grade-equivalents. They have such an intuitive appeal. If Suzy is in the third month of the third grade and gets a grade-equivalent of 3.3 on a test, the teacher can tell the parents that Suzy is “at grade level,” and the parents can go home thinking that Suzy is where she should be for her age. Test-makers define “grade level” as the score of the average student in a particular grade. But, like a national norm, 50% of all children are by definition below “grade level.” This kind of definition can lead to a lot of mischief if, as has happened, a newspaper reports that 30% of the members of a graduating class in a high school are not reading at grade level. People who are not aware of how test publishers define grade-equivalent will assume, quite naturally, that all of the graduating seniors should be reading at grade level. And if they aren’t, what on Earth is the high school doing giving them diplomas? But, to repeat, half of all students in the nation will be below grade level—by definition.[4]

			

			As a homeschooler, you might not even use these tests (or believe in them, for that matter). The issue is that you’re still indirectly applying them to how you see your child’s achievement when you start to look for indicators that reveal how they measure up to their peers. The things your child “should know”—more broadly known as “academic standards”—have traditionally been set or adopted by individual states (like the Common Core initiative) and are largely developed to be uniform and highly specific. Educators are expected to cover a great deal of material in a short amount of time with no regard for thorough knowledge; the wide variety of the material masquerades as knowledge. Alfie Kohn, a well-known writer and speaker on the topics of education and parenting, notes that “the result of grade-by-grade standards, with their willful disregard of individual differences, is that some children will be branded as failures because they don’t learn as quickly as their peers.”[5] Yet in one way or another, these are the standards, grade levels, and development markers by which we are all abiding, no matter how we choose to school.

			It’s important to point out that feeling like your child is falling behind and realizing that your child has a learning challenge are not one and the same. Noticing that your child has differences in their thinking or learning is a common occurrence that has its own associated thoughts and feelings. (I’ll say more about that when I discuss learning gaps.) In either case, a slow approach is enough because the unhurried pace allows you to truly see your child and plan your response accordingly. I know that the proverbial timetable can be a formidable tyrant that seems to keep us from the freedom to learn at an individualized, slower pace, but we can still be the bigger authority that refuses to let detrimental bureaucratic practices dictate our values.

			Slow ISN’T for one specific educational philosophy. Slow IS a way to prepare for challenges.

			Because people tend to gravitate toward particular educational styles, they may wonder, Can I be an unschooler, a Charlotte Mason devotee, a classical champion, a Waldorf enthusiast, or anything in between and still really embrace slow schooling? Can I use curriculum, no curriculum, an eclectic mix of curriculum, or even school online and still be in support of slow?

			The answer is a resounding yes! Slow is about finding freedom and joy inside of whatever you’re doing, because you have learned to see your child and to set your pace accordingly. You can teach the child, not the curriculum. You can use time to build moments of meaningful experience rather than see it as something to be conquered due to its impending expiration.

			There really isn’t one educational philosophy that can claim exclusive rights to the idea of slow. I love the way Ainsley Arment, founder of the Wild + Free homeschooling community, puts it:

			
				With access to ideas from around the world, homeschooling has progressed to incorporate multiple pedagogical styles, in which we’re influenced by many approaches rather than limited by one. Just as we have the freedom to homeschool in the first place, we also have the freedom to adapt our approach to suit our teaching style, as well as the needs, learning styles, and personalities of our children.[6]

			

			We tend to see educational philosophies and styles along a spectrum from “relaxed” to “rigorous” and align ourselves accordingly. Many of us have been conditioned to think that if learning something feels effortless, it can’t possibly be evidence of real learning. We equate rigor with challenge. We also believe that if it wasn’t a premeditated learning event, produced by our own well-intentioned efforts, it shouldn’t count as true education. But I’m here today to whisper in your ear that it’s all a lie. There is a different way of seeing things. We just need the confidence to look from another point of view.

			Julie Bogart, homeschooler, author, and creator of the Brave Writer program, has helped me to develop a lot of this kind of confidence. There’s a wonderful episode of her Brave Writer podcast called “Rigor vs. Relaxed Alertness” about how many parents assume that rigor is the “better” version of learning, the version where kids are learning more and doing more. She says that we have a tendency to prioritize difficulty, discipline, and meeting prescribed markers for achievement over developing in a holistic and meaningful way specific to individuals. I remember listening to this podcast episode in the car, and when I heard this statement, I actually pulled over immediately so that I could write it down: “Our goal in learning is not to get more and more comfortable with rigor and difficulty, it’s to become more and more prepared for the experience of challenge. Preparation and rigor—they’re not one and the same.”[7]

			Bogart refers to the ideal learning state as “relaxed alertness” and describes how we can facilitate it at home by helping children manage their own learning, see themselves as capable, and learn to be flexible and persistent through meaningful work. I see confronting challenges as part of the process of reading widely, thinking critically, pursuing passions, reflecting constantly, and doing difficult work, all of which are built into this slow approach. There are, in fact, lots of opportunities for children to “work hard” within slow schooling.

			I couldn’t help but be reminded of The Book of Learning and Forgetting by Frank Smith:

			
				Useful learning doesn’t occur when we take time out of our normal lives and knuckle down to serious study. Learning is an inevitable part of our normal lives, and it only takes place, in any useful way, when we are in a normal frame of mind. The main thing we learn when we struggle to learn is that learning is a struggle.[8]

			

			Slow ISN’T a miracle cure for learning gaps. Slow IS a commitment to looking beyond traditional benchmarks.

			Homeschooling parents are not alone in their concerns over how much their child knows or has learned relative to how much they are expected to know or learn compared to other children their age. “Learning gaps” are the talk of school-based education, and the worry doesn’t simply disappear when the setting for learning changes. But the truth is that gaps in learning are inevitable. To discuss them at large, let alone fret about them for our children, begs the questions of who has determined what this learning entails and why, how it is even measured, and what constitutes true learning in the first place. Many educators equate what is “taught” with what is “learned,” but surely learning encompasses more than just acquiring information. And in this information-rich age, would it ever even be possible to know everything?

			These questions make me think about the game show Are You Smarter Than a 5th Grader? that aired on television in 2007–2019. The basic premise of it was to see how well adult contestants remembered grade-school curricular content, answering multiple-choice questions and winning monetary prizes along the way. Part of the show’s appeal was how miserably some contestants performed—what you might call their learning gaps. If we think that compulsory schooling is the best method for producing well-informed adults who remember everything that was “taught” in grade school, then I think we’re seriously fooling ourselves. As a former schoolteacher who regularly promoted students to the next grade, I can guarantee that they did not have identical levels of understanding across all academic areas, nor did one child demonstrate their understanding in ways that were commensurate with every other student. Equal proficiency is unrealistic.

			School officials often study how learning gaps are more broadly applied to “achievement gaps,” the disparities between how much particular groups of students have achieved, or more aptly, how well these groups have “performed.” To take things further, education researcher Gloria Ladson-Billings, in a 2019 interview, even describes the real problem, not as a gap but as an “education debt,”[9] a more complex situation similar to our “national debt” whereby we have left schoolchildren with a deficit that is everyone’s responsibility (not the individual child’s or family’s) to remedy. That deficit speaks to the historic disservice done to many of our nation’s children. John Taylor Gatto, author of Dumbing Us Down, was outspoken about the failures of mass schooling and communicated often about the importance of “rethink[ing] the fundamental premises of schooling.”[10] He wrote of the perplexing role he played as a New York City schoolteacher in “teaching an invisible curriculum that reinforced the myths of the school institution and those of an economy based on caste.”[11]

			It seems that gaps, inconsistencies, imbalances, and inequities are prevalent everywhere. Formal schooling is no more a surefire way to rectify them than homeschooling is to avoid them. And slow schooling makes no guarantees. But here is what it does do: It invites those participating to look beyond traditional benchmarks in an effort to see and appreciate the uneven development, the deviations from typical timelines of growth, the indirect paths to getting to a destination or level of understanding, and the lopsided strengths that don’t present themselves unilaterally, all from ever-changing and growing individuals.

			We all have learning gaps. The key is how we interpret them. Acting as if they are only indicative of failure is unfair to the child and indicates a narrow-minded view of what being “smart” means. If we think smartness is only the ability to perform traditional school-based functions or rote learning tasks with speed and accuracy, then we’ll never fully recognize a child’s varied capacities. In my opinion, it is a lazy attempt that fails to notice a child’s potential and to honor the fullness of who a child is.

			When my son was learning about his dyslexia, he heard about the many influential people (inventors and thought leaders) who were dyslexic or who struggled with reading and still went on to do amazing things. His first reaction to his own diagnosis was, “So, you’re telling me I’m a genius.” That statement tickled me so much. If he was only asked to perform and produce commensurate with the rate and work of other children his age, he might not have even realized his own brilliance. But that, in fact, has not been the case.

			Instead, he has had the time to pursue deep passions that have inevitably revealed his many strengths. He has had time to create, wonder, imagine, grapple with, and try out new ideas and skills at his own pace, and not before he’s ready. My son has always been good with recognizing a “not yet” moment when it comes to learning many new things, and I have learned to trust his instincts when he reveals that he needs to do or learn something in a different way. I can’t help but think that his self-awareness in this area has been developed through the gift of time. A slow approach has not been detrimental to him at all, and I certainly don’t need research to prove it. He himself, our journey together, his confidence, and his growth are my very own empirical evidence.

			Undoubtedly, parents of children with learning differences are already used to broadening their view of what a solid education entails, and it doesn’t take much convincing for them to see the benefits of slow. Marianne Sunderland, a dyslexia advocate and homeschooling mother of eight, writes in her book No More School that “for our children who struggle inside the box of traditional education, we have no other choice than to rethink education. Either we continue pounding our ‘square pegs’ into round holes until they break, or we look for a system of learning that accommodates square pegs.”[12] But I think this is actually necessary for all children, not just those with learning differences.

			We typically like learning to be linear because we can more easily track it that way. If we can’t somehow track or categorize learning, then we have no proof that what we’re doing is “working.” But who is that thinking really meant to appease? Learning can be circular and organic, and interests can be renewed or revisited over time. In fact, one of the benefits of seeing children develop gradually is that we witness the intricate layers of their learning. We can see the loops, zigzags, and connections—how natural learning really happens—and we can appreciate and respect it all. We can decide which gaps matter and which we might want to address in a way that doesn’t feel like a desperate attempt to correct a crisis because we’ve neglected to take the long view.

			Also, as our children grow and mature, they will become more

			
			
				
			

			
			Slow ISN’T ignoring traditional academic subjects. Slow IS finding a balance and doing fewer things better.

			
			
			
			Slow ISN’T just for young children. Slow IS delightful learning.
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